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In Essay on Criticism (1711), Alexander Pope aims to establish the criteria for poetic excellence. His work inspired poets of all backgrounds throughout the eighteenth century and Romantic period and often served as the standard against which their work was judged. Pope's readers, then as now, brought a wide range of interpretations to the aesthetic dicta contained in the poem. One question that continues to invite critical contention is what precisely Pope means by 'Nature'. Intellectual historians agree that the concept undergoes important changes in the century before Pope wrote, and the term's semantic instability persists to this day. Nature is at once a physical space and a state of being. It is the site of dynamic processes and of eternal, unchanging Truth. Something is natural when it represents all that is not human as well as when it represents what is most human.
2 Nature is set in opposition to the artificial (or 'Art') but Nature is also, as Pope's poem argues, the foundation of all that is best in art. Whether the word appears with an upper-or a lower-case 'n' sometimes indicates the connotation the author wishes to convey, though not always.
The question of what 'nature' is and how it should be represented took on new dimensions during the eighteenth century, in part due to the growing predominance of Enlightenment empiricism and scientific and technological experimentation. Seventeenth-century scientists, such as These theories and discoveries invited both enthusiasm and scepticism, and eighteenth-century poetry likewise abounds with explorations of beliefs about and models of nature, both ancient and modern. Traditional literary modes persisted. In the pastoral, nature is a serene but often lost paradise. In the georgic, nature is raw material to be worked on or a force to be struggled against. Despite the continuity of many classical conventions, new forms and topics were introduced. As will be discussed in Chapter 4, for instance, the aesthetic rehabilitation of mountains as a topic and setting fed the vogue for prospect poetry. Or, as will be discussed in Chapter 5, imperial expansion and developments in maritime technologies enabled experiments in the style and content of poetry devoted to the ocean. This book will argue that works that can be broadly categorized as 'nature poetry' take on particular -and often political -relevance for poets of labouring-class origins. Nature -variously defined -is never a socially neutral space, all the more so for the labouring poor. As Kate Soper argues, 'the endorsement of nature as a site of truth and intrinsic value may easily proceed at the cost of proper recognition of the reactionary use to which these ideas have been put'.
4 Although Soper's argument here is concerned with sexual politics and the way nature has been used to underwrite women's oppression, for the eighteenth century it obtains equally well for questions of class. For example, the poets discussed in the following chapters were often classified as 'natural geniuses', their poetic proclivities presumably emerging from the soil from which they sprang, rather than from their hard won efforts at literacy. 5 Moreover, appeals to the 'natural order' were used to explain and rationalize the poets' social oppression.
